
  
  CHAPTER ONE


  Ujae


  THE ATOLL OF UJAE IN THE MARSHALL ISLANDS IN THE WEST-CENTRAL Pacific Ocean lies at latitude 9.08036, longitude 165.679413.


  Sitting near the equator and slightly west of the International Date Line, the Marshall Islands were first thought to have been visited by Micronesian colonists in the second millennium B.C. They were first sighted by Spanish and Portuguese explorers in the 1520s, and were given their name by an English seafarer, John Marshall, in 1788.


  The Marshall group of twenty-nine atolls and five single islands contains 2,100 small coral reefs and islets, covering seventy square miles of land area, but are spread out over 772,000 square miles of water, approximately one-quarter of the total area of the continental United States (3.1 million square miles).


  Ujae, pronounced “oodge-eye” and often spelled Ujea, is a kite-shaped atoll consisting of a coral reef of twelve small islets that total a bit less than one square mile of land but enclose a lagoon of seventy-two square miles. Only the largest, Ujae, is inhabited: Its highest elevation is ten feet above sea level.


  In the late nineteenth century, Ujae, like much of the Marshall Islands group, was not accurately charted on nautical maps.


  At the end of the year 1883, in the days of the majestic three- and four-masted sailing ships known as Downeasters, a brand-new, two-thousand-ton, fully-rigged, three-masted ship christened Rainier was cruising through the aqua-blue waters of the Marshalls in the last days of the year and into the dawn of a new year, 1884.


  Suddenly, at 9:30 p.m. on the second day of January, 1884, Rainier’s two watchmen cried out, “Breakers ahead!” The captain, just coming on deck, shouted “Hard a-starboard!” But it was too late. Rainier’s bow crashed solidly on a partly submerged coral reef ten miles north of the island of Ujae, near a tiny islet, Ebbetyu. Within minutes, the ship was rising and falling back onto the reef, breaking up in the waves with a terrible splintering sound. Much of its stores, food, provisions, and furniture spilled out into the sea within minutes.


  All twenty-eight of those on board, the captain, his first mate, the first mate’s wife (who was the captain’s daughter) and twenty-five other members struggled to save themselves as relentless surf continued to strike the ship in the dark of night.


  The Rainier’s company had no idea what to expect. Remote as the islands were, the officers knew there was significant trading going on between many islands in the region, mainly in copra, the fruit of the plentiful coconut trees. Yet, there also had been reports of cannibalism in some of these South Sea islands.


  The officers and crew spent a miserable and anxious night—working as swiftly as they could in the pounding surf to move perishable goods to the bow of the ship, still holding together better than the stern, while worrying about what the morning would bring.


  They weren’t exactly sure where they were—except somewhere in the Marshall Islands, in the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean, a body of water of sixty-four million square miles that could contain all the continents of the world.1


  Two sailors died in the immediate aftermath of the wreck, one from a lingering illness, the other from exposure. Yet, by early May 1884, four months later, all other members of Rainier’s original company were safely on their way back to San Francisco—except for the one person most responsible for their survival and rescue. He remained stranded on Ujae, almost forgotten.


  Ironically, that seaman, Will Jackson, was the youngest, lowest paid, and least experienced member of the crew when it left Bath, Maine, in July 1883 to take seventy-three thousand cases of kerosene to Kobe, Japan. Now he wandered the palm tree–dotted beach of the remote atoll for weeks, alone among a small group of elderly natives who spoke a language he could not understand, and lived on a diet of coconuts and breadfruit. An inveterate reader, he had nothing with which to amuse himself but an old almanac and a couple of cans of tobacco.


  He had done everything possible to keep all twenty-eight members of Rainier alive after the accident. Having risen from ordinary seaman to steward during the four-month voyage prior to the shipwreck, he had commanded a small schooner built from the wreckage to take Rainier’s failing captain three hundred miles to a known trading outpost for medical treatment. Then, sailing alone and fighting off an unruly group of natives, he had rushed back to rescue the first mate, the captain’s daughter and other seamen, only to find they had been taken off Ujae by an American warship just a day or two before he returned—leaving him stranded once again.


  Based in part on a captivating diary and letters home, this is the story of that brave and resourceful young sailor, Richard Willis (Will) Jackson—and how with courage, wit, and resolve, he not only survived the shipwreck and extended periods of isolation in the remote Pacific, but went on to have a more remarkable career in the maritime world than the rest of his shipmates, including a disgraced captain and his unlucky first mate—both of whom had lost two ships within a year.


  It is the story of one bold exploit and narrow escape after another from his teenage years to travels around the world, from the Atlantic to the Pacific, down the coast of California to Mexico and beyond, to the whaling and salmon grounds of Alaska and the lumber mills of the northwest. It is the story of a curious, spirited, and ambitious young man who, impelled to go to sea after the bankruptcy of his grandfather’s successful shipyard, rose steadily through the ranks of the maritime world to the threshold of captaincy of his own ship.


  And it is the story of how blind fate can interfere, in the oddest and most improbable of ways, with the most heroic of lives and adventures.


 

  
  CHAPTER TWO


  City of Ships


  A FIVE-MINUTE WALK FROM WHERE THE LONG, WINDING KENNEBEC River straightens out in Bath, Maine, the “City of Ships,” Andrew Jackson and Harriet Crooker Jackson were expecting their third child in late July 1861. They had a son, Frank, then seven, and a daughter Clara, three—both with the same May 10 birthday.


  Richard Willis Jackson, or Will as he would be known, was born on July 31, a week dominated as most days were then by developments in the Civil War. The war that began in April with the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter was now in its fourth month and had seen its first major battle just ten days earlier, at Bull Run, in Virginia (also known as First Manassas).


  Union forces had succeeded in driving back Confederate troops at first in a plan to attack Richmond, the Confederate capital. But the largely inexperienced volunteer army was forced to retreat to Washington by rebel reinforcements. It was during that battle that Confederate general Thomas Jonathan Jackson earned the nickname “Stonewall” for his fierce leadership of resistance to the Union attack.


  Major appointments of soon-to-be-famous leaders came that week. President Lincoln named General George McClellan as commander of the Union army on July 26; Ulysses S. Grant, William Tecumseh Sherman, and Joseph Hooker were promoted to brigadier general on the day Will Jackson was born.


  The Jackson and Crooker families played an active role in the Union cause. Maine, in fact, contributed more soldiers and sailors than any other state on a per capita basis, 73,000. Andrew Jackson, a captain in Bath’s militia, drew a deferment for a hernia, but served as an “enrolling officer” in two city wards.


  A younger brother of Andrew’s wife, Harriet, served on a Union transport ship. Her first cousin, William Frederick Crooker, a private in the Third Maine Infantry, fought at Bull Run, Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg, three of the bloodiest battles of the war, and was wounded twice. He once wrote home that there were “too many balls [bullets] flying around for me.”1


  Andrew and Harriet were living in her father’s expansive home in Bath at the time, helping William Donnell Crooker maintain a semblance of authority and connection with four younger children of his, now in their teens and early twenties. Overwhelmed by debts and the panic of 1857, Crooker had been in and out of “confinement” between 1858 and 1863 after being financially devastated by a series of debts, swindles, family tensions, and the Panic of 1857. William and his brother, Charles, had been among the most prominent shipbuilders in Bath and Maine (and, in effect, the entire country) until deep distrust, bad investments, and a series of large land purchases had brought an end to their partnership in 1854.


  Andrew, a lawyer by training, an auctioneer, and a merchant, later described as “one of the old landmarks of Bath” for his active engagement in the city’s political and cultural life, had been trying to help his father-in-law recover from his misfortune.


  With little income themselves, and the mortgage to their father’s twenty-room mansion held by a close relative, Andrew and Harriet Jackson were doing their best to manage an extended family of William’s children, and now three young children of their own.


  It was a tough time. The 1860s and the war brought about deep change to Bath’s economic and social life, including a sharp decline in shipbuilding. While Bath and Maine strongly supported the Union, its extensive shipping ties with the South, mainly the triangular trade that carried lumber south, cotton to Europe, and immigrants back across the Atlantic, caused conflicting loyalties, even within leading families. Dozens of Bath ships were in Southern ports in early years of the war. “Bath and New Orleans were closer neighbors than Washington and Richmond,” noted one historian.
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  Two more children came along soon to Andrew and Harriet: Charles, in 1863, and Alice, in 1867. By then, William Donnell Crooker had returned from his last stay behind bars, started a small business, and was reestablishing himself in the community when he died in 1868.


  While their parents struggled, Will Jackson and his siblings most likely enjoyed a normal childhood. Their massive home was surrounded by vegetable gardens, fields with livestock, and deep woods on a narrow but miles-long strip of land that had been owned by the Crooker family since the middle of the eighteenth century, when Isaiah Crooker became one of the first twelve settlers of Bath, formerly known as Long Reach. The Crooker house, built by William in 1846–47 at the height of his shipbuilding success, rose high on a bluff that looked down over the Kennebec River and its sprawling shipyards.


  The Jackson children had to do little more than roll down the hill to their elementary school in Bath—South Grammar, a block away below their home. Bath was an early advocate of public schooling in Maine; South Grammar and North Grammar schools were built in 1849 at a cost of five thousand dollars each.


  Will’s boyhood was not especially unusual, though it was marked by several exploits that reflected a daring streak and previsioned an adventurous life.


  He was a standout athlete, excelling in several sports, including baseball. He loved a challenge and was said to be fearless. Once while swimming off a wharf on the Kennebec River, he saw a small boat drifting along the opposite shore—a good thirty-minute swim away. He swam to the boat, but as soon as he climbed in, the vessel, leaking badly, sank to the bottom, leaving Will little choice but to swim back to the Bath side of the river.


  On another occasion, in his early teens, he rescued a younger boy who fell through thin ice on a small pond. At seventeen, in March 1879, he was struck by lightning and fell unconscious for several hours. He lost use of his limbs briefly, but recovered in a few days. The Portland Daily Press reported on April 2, 1879: “Master Will Jackson was able to walk with a cane today. Since the accident Saturday, he has been unable to use his limbs.”


  Will Jackson’s love for adventure and his physical strength were well known in Bath. His derring-do was demonstrated one warm summer’s day in 1875 when Will, then fourteen, convinced his younger brother Charles, all of twelve, that they should take their fourteen-foot rowboat and visit a friend in Damariscotta.


  A slight obstacle presented itself. Damariscotta, a town approximately twenty miles down east from Bath by road, was close to double that by the Sasanoa River, into Hockomock Bay, through a treacherous spot called Lower Hell’s Gate, across the Sheepscot River, to Boothbay Harbor, then around Ocean Point and up the Damariscotta River.


  Setting out at 7:00 a.m. with two friends they agreed to drop off in Boothbay Harbor, they rowed for ten hours. A later account of the trip described a daunting voyage, including a short period in the Atlantic Ocean after lunch in Boothbay. By miscalculation, they ended up rowing against the tide in the Damariscotta River.


  “People on the shore were beginning to wonder what the light boat was doing, a gunshot from shore, riding along on the crest of ten- to twelve-foot swells and dropping from sight every once in a while. Nearby vessels were showing just the tops of their masts.” Not surprisingly, the boys stayed in Damariscotta for two weeks before returning home.2


  A Bath newspaper portrayed the trip “as a fine illustration of what constituted a day’s sport when horses and bicycles were the only vehicles of transportation on shore and trim little rowboats and trimmer sail boats constituted a day’s fun on the water.”
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  Based on limited records, Will Jackson was a good student. Bath City reports (1879–1880) list Richard Willis Jackson as a graduate of Bath High School in 1879.


  Land for the very first school in Bath was donated by Jackson’s great-great grandfather, Isaiah Crooker, who first came to Long Reach (Bath) in 1748. Both Will’s grandfather, William Donnell Crooker, and his brother Charles, attended the Erudition School, built in 1794. Not satisfied with offering just an elementary school education, city fathers established the Bath Academy in 1805. The trustees, including a Crooker, then turned over that academy to the city as a high school in 1852. Bath High School formally began operation in 1860.


  The city’s high school records describe spartan conditions: one large room for boys, one large room for girls; no running water until 1886; outside toilets. A man who became a judge said students attended classes every day of the week except Sunday. The principal, a Mr. Cole, “was a very stern man and used a two-foot ruler for discipline.” Not surprisingly for that period, a course for college-bound students was for boys only.


  Richard Willis Jackson was among thirteen seniors who graduated in 1879 in the “first class” of four groups listed. His sisters graduated from Bath High School as well, with honors: Clara, the year before, with a senior thesis titled “Night Brings Out the Stars,” and Alice, in 1884, with an essay titled “Pleasures of the Imagination.” There is no mention of Charles; Frank, the eldest of five, had died of consumption (the common name then for tuberculosis) in April 1872 at seventeen.


 

  
  CHAPTER THREE


  “I Wondered Where the Captain Was?”



   I must go down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky; And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by.




  JOHN MASEFIELD’S EVOCATIVE POEM “SEA FEVER” WAS NOT WRITTEN until 1902, but it accurately describes the attitude of many young men in New England—especially Maine—who naturally turned to the sea to make a living in the nineteenth century.


  Will Jackson was no different from thousands of other Maine teenagers and young adults when he decided to cast his fate to going “before the mast” at the age of twenty or twenty-one. With his father still struggling to hold onto the Crooker mansion, with the economy in Bath and Maine only then recovering from a prolonged downturn, Will signed on to serve as a seaman on the new steam schooner Jeanie in 1883 after holding down a series of low-paying jobs in Bath, Bangor, and other Maine cities and towns following graduation from high school.


  Maine sailors, and New Englanders in general, had an edge on young men from other parts of the United States and increasingly large cohorts of immigrants in part because they grew up on the Atlantic coast, in towns where shipbuilding and maritime trade comprised a major industry.


  “Up until the middle of the nineteenth century,” observed historian Timothy Lynch, “the sons of the best families went to sea before the mast with a view to learning the ropes and moving to the quarter-deck, leading to a pool of professional seamen.”1


  In fact, well into the late 1900s, Maine sailors enjoyed an advantage because of their experience at a younger age. Maine and New England youth often went to sea as early as the age of twelve or fifteen, and, if they survived, their rough-and-tumble initiation stood them in good stead in ports around the United States and the globe.


  Their experience—plus networks of friends and acquaintances from home—enabled many to avoid falling victim to harsh treatment, especially the scurrilous practice of “crimping.” Many shipowners and sea captains employed ruthless agents, or “crimps,” often boardinghouse managers and workers, to assemble a crew for their next voyage. The crimps basically bribed incoming sailors soon after their ship docked, getting them drunk and offering them advance funds for a new shipboard assignment. Crimps pocketed as much as 25 percent of a victim’s wages. The practice was common around the world, and especially in the port of San Francisco—a port Will Jackson would come to know well.


  The British consul in San Francisco, a Mr. Booker, sent this report to the Foreign Office in London in 1872 about a practice he said was carried on there “to a disgraceful extent.”



   Vessels of all nations are boarded by numbers of boarding-house “runners” before the anchor is down, and in times when Seamen are scarce the sailors are almost dragged from the ship, taken to the various houses [bars and brothels], and after a few days of dissipation, the victims are shipped [to sea] with two or three months’ advance wages.2




  Before they came to, the unfortunate seamen often were on board a vessel, well out to sea on a long and rigorous voyage—with little recourse or rights.
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  While his grandfather William Donnell Crooker had been a shipbuilder and not a sea captain, several of Will Jackson’s relatives and friends had gone to sea at an early age and earned their mate’s license or captain’s papers.


  One of the most noteworthy—and notorious—was Charles Crooker Duncan, a first cousin of William Donnell Crooker, and later the New York broker for William and his brother Charles at the height of their shipbuilding success (1845–54). Duncan, growing up in Bath, started out as a cabin boy at sixteen on the Crookers’ Glasgow, a full-rigged ship built for them in 1837 by the famed shipwright Johnson Rideout.


  Overcoming forty-eight hours of seasickness from rolling seas on that first trip, Duncan went on to become a first mate and then captain of another Crooker ship, Swanton, at age twenty-three. As Swanton sailed from Boston to Charleston, SC, on a bright winter day in 1844, Duncan later recalled that “the ship was well past Cape Cod before I could shed the habit of wondering where the captain was.”3
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  Voyages such as Swanton’s from Bath to Charleston and New Orleans were a vital part of the “coastal” trade and later the “triangular” trade in which Maine-built vessels played a dominant role. The coastal trade, predominantly in the 1820s and ‘30s, featured schooners and brigs that carried agricultural goods and lumber to the southern US and Caribbean islands, returning with staples ranging from fruit, sugar, and molasses to coffee and rum.


  Starting in the mid-1830s, ever-larger vessels—full-rigged ships—took the same products south, but then loaded bales of cotton for European ports such as Liverpool and Le Havre, now centers of the Industrial Revolution. The ships then completed the triangle, bringing back across the Atlantic large numbers of immigrants from all over Europe, a trend accelerated by political and economic turmoil there.


  The United States in the middle part of the nineteenth century was an appealing destination for all kinds of people. It remained that way into the end of the century and the early twentieth century. With its steady growth, free-wheeling politics, and open spaces, the New World continued to attract millions. By 1880, the population of the country had increased to fifty million, approximately 6.6 million of whom were foreign-born.


  A tidal wave of immigration led to widespread unrest throughout the country in much of the nineteenth century. Nativism, the fear of native-born American loss of jobs, status, and political influence, led to demonstrations and riots in different cities as far back as 1834, when there was anti-Catholic rioting in Charlestown, Massachusetts, and Bangor, Maine.


  The rise of the secretive Know-Nothing party in the 1840s and ’50s stemmed from a strong undercurrent of nativism after the arrival of nearly two
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  APPENDIX


  Will Jackson’s Ships (1883-1889)


  

	Vessel
	Year Built
	Owner
	Builder and Location
	Type of Ship



	Jeanie
	1883
	J. Winchester
	Goss, Sawyer and Packard, Bath, ME
	Schooner



	Rainier
	1883
	A. Sewall & Co.
	A. Sewall & Co., Bath, ME
	Full-rigged ship



	W.F. Babcock
	1882
	A. Sewall & Co.
	A. Sewall & Co., Bath, ME
	Fully-rigged ship



	Gatherer
	1874
	Albert Hathorn
	A. Hathorn, Bath, ME
	Fully-rigged ship



	Karluk
	1884
	
	M. Turner, Benicia, CA
	Brigantine (originally a whaler, became the flagship of the 1913 Canadian Arctic Expedition)



	Matthew Turner
	
	Alaska CC
	M. Turner, Benicia, CA
	Schooner



	Maggie T. Morse
	
	
	
	Schooner



	City of Topeka
	1864
	Pacific Coast Steamship Company
	Chester, PA
	Passenger steamship



	Tropic Bird
	
	John Kruse
	Coos Bay, OR
	Bark



	City of Peking
	1874
	Pacific Mail Steamship Co.
	John Roach & Sons
	Passenger steamship



	Carlos Pacheco
	
	Mexican International Line
	Coastal schooner
	Walter Colburn



	Zampa
	1887
	George Hinsdale
	Thomas Peterson, Port Madison, WA
	Schooner



	Lakme
	1888
	George Hinsdale
	Thomas Peterson, Port Madison, WA
	Steam schooner







	Master
	Dimensions
	Will's Service
	Position
	Region



	A.C. Chaney
	800 tons, 186 feet
	1883
	Seaman
	Coastal



	Samuel Morrison
	1,877 tons; 233 ft.
	May 1883–Jan.1884
	Seaman
	Pacific



	James Murphy
	2,028 tons, 241 ft.
	Sept. 1884–June '85
	Boatswain
	Atlantic & Pacific



	J.S. Lowell
	1,509 tons, 208 ft.
	July 1885
	Did not go
	Atlantic & Pacific



	
	247 tons, 129 ft.
	1886
	Mate/2nd mate
	Alaska



	
	
	1887
	
	



	
	60 tons
	1887
	
	West Coast



	Rogers
	1,057 tons, 198 ft.
	July 1887
	3rd officer
	So. California–Guatemala



	Jackson
	172 tons
	Dec. 1887
	“Prize Master”
	San Diego–Mexico



	
	5,079 tons, 423 ft.
	Mar. 1888
	4th officer
	Asia



	
	
	July 1888
	
	Coast to Mexico



	Harrison
	322 tons
	Late 1888
	1st mate
	Puget Sound



	
	529 tons, 171 ft.
	1888–89
	1st mate
	Alaska
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